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PAUL ERD& AT SEVENTY-FIVE” 
We are here to celebrate Paul Erdiis on his 75th birthday. This is a delightful 
occasion for all of us, with Paul himself, perhaps, being the only dissenting voice. 
We arc happy to see him here in such good form, and to benefit from his rich 
experience and tremendous insight. 
In fact, we are a little early with the celebration: Paul was born on the 26th 
March 1913. His father, Louis, was a school master of unusual calibre. His 
mother, Anna, was a wonderful and remarkable lady, who helped her son in 
every way. Some of us, including myself, were fortunate to have known her in 
later years, and were impressed that, even into her nineties, she travelled 
around the world with her son, enjoying her status as “queen mother”. 
As you would expect of Paul, he was a mathematical prodigy: at the age of six 
he could multiply six-digit numbers. He was a sensitive child: to save him from 
severe discipline, his parents took him out of school and educated him privately. 
In 1930, after hesitating between medicine and mathematics, he started to read 
mathematics at the Pazmany Peter University, in Budapest, where Leopold FejCr 
held the chair of mathematics. Paul proved his first famous theorem as a first year 
student: he gave an elementary proof of Chebyshev’s theorem, foreshadowing his 
later work with Selberg on the Prime Number Theorem. At the university, he was 
the leader of a small group of enthusiastic and highly talented mathematicians, 
including Paul Turan, Tibor Gallai, George Szekeres, and Esther Klein. 
He received his doctorate in Budapest in September 1934, and on the 1st of 
October he arrived in Cambridge, to be greeted by Harold Davenport and 
Richard Rado. Originally Paul had intended to go to Germany, to Gottingen, but 
when Hitler came to power in 1933 he decided to come to England instead. He 
wrote to Louis Mordell and, by way of introduction, sent his paper on abundant 
numbers. It did not take long for Mordell to recognize the unusual talent of the 
author, and he secured for Paul a Fellowship in Manchester. Paul spent four 
happy and very productive years in that city. 
In 1938 he sailed for America. After a year at the Institute in Princeton, the 
tempo quickened: he went to Philadelphia, then to Stanford, then to Notre 
Dame, and so on. The now familiar pattern was set: Paul Erdiis has not stopped 
moving ever since; he is the most peripatetic scientist the world has ever seen. At 
times, he seems to be everywhere dense in the world. He has never had a 
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permanent job. Indeed, it is often said that he has not slept in the same bed for 
more than seven consecutive nights, and this is only a slight exaggeration. 
Paul Erdiis is also the most prolific mathematician: he has published more than 
1200 papers, and is in fact the only mathematician with over 1000 publications. 
He has about 250 coauthors: many more than the total number of papers most of 
us will ever write. His most frequent collaborators are Hajnal and Sarkozi, with 
about fifty papers each. He had many papers with Turan and RCnyi as well. 
Among the ladies, or “bosses” as he would say, Vera Sos and Fan Chung are the 
leaders. 
Another of Paul’s collaborators, Mark Kac, wrote about his work with Paul. 
Let me quote briefly from his autobiography. 
“In March 1939 I journeyed from Baltimore to Princeton to give a talk. 
Erdiis, who was spending the year at the Institute for Advanced Study, was in 
the audience but half-dozed through most of my lecture; the subject matter was 
too far removed from his interests. Toward the end I described briefly my 
difficulties with the number of prime divisors. At the mention of number theory 
Erdiis perked up and asked me to explain once again what the difficulty was. 
Within the next few minutes, even before the lecture was over, he interrupted 
to announce that he had the solution!” 
After a description of the great ErdGs-Kac theorem concerning the number of 
divisors, Kac continues as follows. 
“The reader, I hope, will forgive my lack of modesty if I say that it is a 
beautiful theorem. It marks the entry of the normal law, hitherto the property 
of gamblers and statisticians, into number theory and it gave birth to a new 
branch of this ancient discipline. 
It took what looks now like a miraculous confluence of circumstances to 
produce our result. Each of us contributed something which was almost routine 
in our respective areas of competence and neither of us was familiar with the 
ingredients which the other had in his possession and which were all essential 
for success. 
It would not have been enough, certainly not in 1939, to bring a number 
theorist and a probabilist together. It had to be Erdiis because he was almost 
unique in his knowledge and understanding of the number theoretic method of 
Viggo Brun, which was the decisive and, I may add, the deepest of the 
ingredients, and me because I could see independence and the normal law 
through the eyes of Steinhaus”. 
One of the most important of Paul’s many, many contributions to the world of 
mathematics is precisely his ability to see randomness where there does not seem 
to be any, enabling him to use the probabilistic method in so many areas. In fact, 
he worked on some questions of random graphs with Hassler Whitney in the 
same year, in 1939. 
Most of us here tonight are combinatorialists and, as has been said many times, 
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our debt to Paul is particularly great. He has more or less created a subject where 
before there was nothing. 
But Paul is a universal mathematician: he has had an enormous influence on 
contemporary mathematics. He has proved and conjectured a lot not only in 
combinatorics but also in set theory, analysis, probability theory, number theory, 
geometry, and many other areas. He has an uncanny ability to pose problems that 
look innocent but strike to the heart of the matter. He also has a tremendous feel 
for what various people can do: like a general, he distributes problems 
throughout the world, matching people to problems with a remarkable knack and 
so giving work to an army of mathematicians. 
Many of us will recall the first time we met this great man how approachable 
and friendly he was. Unusually for a mathematician of the first rank, his personal 
warmth puts even young mathematicians at ease, and makes the young feel close 
to him, as I myself have special cause to remember. I first heard him when I was 
fourteen: he addressed a club of secondary school students, talking about 
unsolved problems in elementary number theory. He was in Budapest for a few 
days, in transit between Israel and Switzerland. During his next visit to Budapest, 
I was introduced to him and was overwhelmed by his friendliness and the very 
fact that he was willing to talk to me. I was also overwhelmed by the lavish 
lunches in the finest hotels in Budapest, where he stayed with “Aunt Annus”, his 
beloved mother. 
For a long time, Paul Erdiis was the young man of mathematics. Over the years 
he has matured gracefully into one of the world’s most senior mathematicians, 
and yet in mathematical spirit he has remained young: his scientific curiosity is as 
strong as ever. Let us hope that he continues to prove and conjecture at his 
current phenomenal rate, and that we shall benefit from his incisive mind for 
many years to come! 
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